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exacting no energy. They need only have cast a glance over the history of the novel to see how absurd were their standards. Whether the period detail in Old Mortality, Tom Jones, Wuthering H eights > Vanity Fair, or La Cousine Bette is historically correct or not does not matter now to anybody but literary pedants. And that the period detail in the Clayhanger trilogy or The Forsyte Saga is historically true will not matter in another twenty years; indeed, it has almost ceased to matter already. For the period novel is dying out; it is already outmoded; and the best work in contemporary fiction is in a different style.
One of the most illuminating diagnoses of the period novel has been written by the French critic M. Ramon Fernandez in his volume of essays. Messages. He prefaces his essay on Balzac with a distinction between the novel, as a pure aesthetic form, and what he calls the rhit\ but though the recit designates a much bigger class than the period novel, his observations apply so exactly to the latter, that I can quote them almost without qualification. "This is how one might distinguish the novel from the recital," he says-a The novel is the representation of events which take